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(57) ABSTRACT

An accelerometer system can include a sensor element com-
prising first and second proofmasses, the first proofmass
accelerating in a first direction and the second proofmass
accelerating in a second direction opposite the first direction
in response to an external acceleration. A force rebalance
controller applies control signals to at least one control ele-
ment to provide a first force to accelerate the first proofmass
toward a first null position and to at least one control element
to provide a second force to accelerate the second proofmass
toward a second null position. The force rebalance controller
can also generate opposite polarity first and second output
signals associated with respective displacements of the first
and second proofmasses relative to the respective first and
second null positions. An acceleration component calculates
the external acceleration based on the first and second output
signals.
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V- 252
APPLY CONTROL SIGNALS TO AT LEAST ONE CONTROL ELEMENT ASSOCIATED
WITH A FIRST PROOFMASS TO PROVIDE A FIRST FORCE TO ACCELERATE THE
FIRST PROOFMASS TOWARD A NULL POSITION ASSOCIATED WITH THE FIRST
PROOFMASS, THE FIRST PROOFMASS BEING CONFIGURED TO ACCELERATE IN A
FIRST DIRECTION TO THE FIRST POSITION IN RESPONSE TO THE EXTERNAL
ACCELERATION

¢ s 254

GENERATE A FIRST OUTPUT SIGNAL OF A FIRST POLARITY ASSOCIATED WITH A
DISPLACEMENT OF THE FIRST PROOFMASS RELATIVE TO THE FIRST NULL
POSITION

¢ — 256

APPLY THE CONTROL SIGNALS TO AT LEAST ONE CONTROL ELEMENT
ASSOCIATED WITH A SECOND PROOFMASS TO PROVIDE A SECOND FORCE TO
ACCELERATE THE SECOND PROOFMASS TOWARD A SECOND NULL POSITION

ASSOCIATED WITH THE SECOND PROOFMASS, THE SECOND PROOFMASS BEING
CONFIGURED TO ACCELERATE IN A SECOND DIRECTION OPPOSITE THE FIRST
DIRECTION IN RESPONSE TO THE EXTERNAL ACCELERATION

¢ s 258

GENERATE A SECOND OUTPUT SIGNAL OF A SECOND POLARITY ASSOCIATED
WITH A DISPLACEMENT OF THE SECOND PROOFMASS RELATIVE TO THE SECOND
NULL POSITION

¢ S~ 260

GENERATE A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE MAGNITUDE OF THE FIRST OUTPUT
SIGNAL AND A MAGNITUDE OF THE SECOND OUTPUT SIGNAL TO CALCULATE THE
EXTERNAL ACCELERATION THAT IS SUBSTANTIALLY FREE FROM BIAS ERROR

FIG. 6
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ACCELEROMETER SYSTEMS AND
METHODS

GOVERNMENT CONTRACT

This invention was made with Government support under
Contract No. N66001-08-C-2045. The Government has cer-
tain rights in this invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD 10

The present invention relates generally to sensor systems,
and specifically to accelerometer systems and methods.

BACKGROUND 15

In a force balanced sensing instrument, such as an accel-
erometer for example, it is generally desired that the instru-
ment output signal be proportional to the input condition to be
sensed. Therefore, in many types of electrostatic and electro- 20
magnetic force balanced sensing instruments special tech-
niques are required to obtain a linear relation between the
instrument output and the sensed input. In electrostatic and
electromagnetic instruments, the forces applied by the instru-
ment forcer are not linearly related to the feedback voltage or 25
current supplied to the forcer. Furthermore, for optimum
operation of the instrument itself it is preferred that the feed-
back force applied by the feedback control network have a
linear relation to the sensed input. Thus, special techniques
have been employed for obtaining such linearity. 30

For example, in an electrostatic force balanced accelerom-
eter, electrostatic forcing in a closed loop system is employed
to position and obtain an output from a pendulous inertial
mass or proof mass. The electrostatic forcing system employs
a capacitive pickoff electrode on each side of a pendulous 35
member that has been etched from a silicon substrate. A
control pulse is employed to sequentially apply a constant
amount of charge to each electrode. A variable force is
applied to the inertial mass by varying the amount of time
(e.g., duty cycle) the charge is left on a respective plate. The 40
amount of time the charge is left on a respective plate is based
on the displacement of the inertial mass relative to a null
position.

Accelerometer bias uncertainty can be a major source of
error in inertial measurement and/or navigation systems. Bias 45
uncertainty can arise due to transient behavior at turn on,
non-modelability, and instability of bias versus temperature
characteristics including hysteresis and simply trend over
time. Mitigation of accelerometer bias uncertainty could sig-
nificantly improve the performance of inertial measurement 350
and navigation systems.

SUMMARY

An accelerometer system can include a sensor element 55
comprising first and second proofmasses, the first proofmass
accelerating in a first direction and the second proofmass
accelerating in a second direction opposite the first direction
in response to an external acceleration. A force rebalance
controller applies control signals to at least one control ele- 60
ment to provide a first force to accelerate the first proofmass
toward a first null position and to at least one control element
to provide a second force to accelerate the second proofmass
toward a second null position. The force rebalance controller
can also generate opposite polarity first and second output 65
signals associated with respective displacements of the first
and second proofmmasses relative to the respective first and

2

second null positions. An acceleration component calculates
the external acceleration based on the first and second output
signals.

Another embodiment of the invention includes a method
for measuring an external acceleration in an accelerometer
system. The method includes applying control signals to at
least one control element associated with a first proofmass to
provide a first force to accelerate the first proofmass toward a
first null position associated with the first proofmass. The first
proofmass can be configured to accelerate in a first direction
in response to the external acceleration. The method also
includes generating a first output signal of a first polarity
associated with a displacement of the first proofmass relative
to the first null position. The method also includes applying
the control signals to at least one control element associated
with a second proofmass to provide a second force to accel-
erate the second proofmass toward a second null position
associated with the second proofmass. The second proofmass
can be configured to accelerate in a second direction opposite
the first direction in response to the external acceleration. The
method also includes generating a second output signal of a
second polarity associated with a displacement of the second
proofmass relative to the second null position. The method
further includes generating a difference between the magni-
tude (e.g., a value, such as a quantity of a signal including a
polarity associated with the signal) of the first output signal
and a magnitude of the second output signal to calculate the
external acceleration that is substantially free from bias error.

Another embodiment of the invention includes an acceler-
ometer system. The system includes a sensor element com-
prising a first proofmass and a second proofmass. The first
proofmass can be configured to accelerate in a first direction
and the second proofmass can be configured to accelerate in
asecond direction opposite the first direction in response to an
external acceleration. The first proofmass and the second
proofmass can be fabricated as substantially matched com-
ponents, such that the first and second proofmasses are sub-
stantially identical with respect to temperature and process
variation. The system also includes a force rebalance control-
ler configured to alternately apply charge pulses to at least one
electrode associated with the first proofmass and at least one
electrode associated with the second proofmass in a prede-
termined sequence. The charge pulses can be applied to the at
least one electrode associated with the first proofmass to
provide a first electrostatic force to accelerate the first proof-
mass toward a first null position associated with the first
proofmass and to apply the charge pulses to the at least one
electrode associated with the second proofmass to provide a
second electrostatic force to accelerate the second proofmass
toward a second null position associated with the second
proofmass. The force rebalance controller can be further con-
figured to generate a first output signal associated with a
displacement of the first proofmass relative to the first null
position and a second output signal associated with a dis-
placement of the second proofmass relative to the second null
position based on applying the charge pulses to the at least
one electrode associated with the respective first and second
proofmasses. The second output signal has a polarity opposite
the first output signal. The system further includes an accel-
eration component configured to subtract a magnitude of the
first output signal from a magnitude of the second output
signal to calculate the external acceleration that is substan-
tially free from bias error.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates an example of an accelerometer system in
accordance with an aspect of the invention.
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FIG. 2 illustrates an example of a sensor element in accor-
dance with an aspect of the invention.

FIG. 3 illustrates another example of a sensor element in
accordance with an aspect of the invention.

FIG. 4 illustrates an example diagram of a proofmass in
accordance with an aspect of the invention.

FIG. 5 illustrates another example diagram of a proofmass
in accordance with an aspect of the invention.

FIG. 6 illustrates an example of a method for measuring an
external acceleration in an accelerometer system in accor-
dance with an aspect of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present invention relates generally to sensor systems,
and specifically to accelerometer systems and methods. The
accelerometer system includes a sensor element comprising a
first proofmass and a second proofmass. The first and second
proofmasses can be fabricated as matched components in a
micro-electro-mechanical systems (MEMS) process, such
that the proofmasses can be fabricated as substantially iden-
tical with respect to process and temperature variations. The
proofmasses can be arranged such that the first proofmass
accelerates in a first direction in response to an external accel-
eration and the second proofmass accelerates in a second
direction opposite the first direction in response to the exter-
nal acceleration. For example, the first and second proof-
masses can have respective fulcrums that define a rotational
axis, and can have respective centers of mass that are offset by
equal and opposite distances from their respective rotational
axes. As a result, the first and second proofmasses can rotate
about their respective fulcrums in opposite rotational polari-
ties in response to the external acceleration.

The accelerometer system can also include a force rebal-
ance controller that includes a signal generator and a multi-
plexer. The signal generator can generate control signals and
the multiplexer can apply the control signals to first and
second sets of control elements that are associated with the
respective first and second proofmasses in a predetermined
sequence. For example, each of the first and second sets of
control elements can include a first and second pair of elec-
trically-coupled electrodes to which the control signals can be
sequentially applied as charge pulses. The control signals
thus generate a force to accelerate the first and second proof-
masses in the respective second and first directions toward
respective null positions to rebalance the proofmasses. The
forces associated with the first and second proofmasses thus
have an opposite polarity with respect to each other.

The force rebalance controller also includes a processor
that can generate first and second output signals that are
associated with the respective forces acting upon the first and
second proofmasses. The output signals can be implemented
to control a duration of application of the control signals to the
first and second sets of control elements for rebalancing the
first and second proofmasses. In addition, the output signals
can be provided to an acceleration component, such as a
Kalman filter, that can calculate the external acceleration
based on the output signals. For example, the acceleration
component can subtract the magnitude of the first output
signal from the magnitude of the second output signal and
rescale the difference (e.g., divide by two) to calculate the
external force. Because bias error associated with the firstand
second proofmasses is independent of the polarity of the
motion of the proofmasses, the effect of the bias error can be
substantially canceled based on calculating the difference
between the magnitudes of the first and second output signals.
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As a result, bias error can be substantially mitigated in the
calculation of the external acceleration.

FIG. 1 illustrates an example of an accelerometer system
10 in accordance with an aspect of the invention. The accel-
erometer system 10 can be implemented in any of a variety of
applications, such as for navigation and/or guidance systems.
Thus, the accelerometer system 10 can be configured to cal-
culate an external acceleration acting upon the accelerometer
system 10, demonstrated in the example of FIG. 1 as a signal
ACC. As described herein, an external acceleration is defined
as an acceleration of the accelerometer system 10 resulting
from an external force that is applied to the accelerometer
system 10, and can include gravity as well as accelerations
resulting from other external forces. Therefore, the acceler-
ometer system 10 can be configured to substantially mitigate
bias, such that the calculated acceleration ACC is substan-
tially free from bias induced error.

The accelerometer system 10 includes a sensor element 12.
The sensor element 12 includes a first proofmass 14 and a
second proofmass 16. In addition, the sensor element 12 also
includes a first set of electrodes 18 associated with the first
proofmass 14 and a second set of electrodes 20 associated
with the second proofmass 16. In the example of FIG. 1, the
first proofmass 14 and the first set of electrodes 18 are desig-
nated as PROOFMASS 1 and ELECTRODES 1, respectively,
and the second proofmass 16 and the second set of electrodes
20 are designated as PROOFMASS 2 and ELECTRODES 2.
As an example, the first and second proofmasses 14 and 16
can be fabricated as matched components in a MEMS pro-
cess, such that the first and second proofmasses 14 and 16 can
be fabricated as substantially identical with respect to process
and temperature variations.

The first and second proofmasses 14 and 16 can be
arranged such that the first proofimass 14 accelerates in a first
direction in response to an external acceleration and the sec-
ond proofmass 16 accelerates in a second direction opposite
the first direction in response to the external acceleration. For
example, the first and second proofimasses 14 and 16 can have
respective fulcrums that are collinear on a rotational axis, and
can have respective centers of mass that are offset by equal
and opposite distances from the rotational axis. As a result,
the first and second proofmasses 14 and 16 can rotate about
the fulcrums in opposite rotational polarities in response to
the external acceleration.

The accelerometer system 10 also includes a force rebal-
ance controller 22. The force rebalance controller 22 includes
apulse generator 24 and a multiplexer 26. The pulse generator
24 is configured to generate charge pulses of a substantially
equal magnitude and polarity, and the multiplexer 26 is con-
figured to provide the charge pulses to the sets of electrodes
18 and 20 in a predetermined sequence to generate electro-
static forces to accelerate the first and second proofmasses 14
and 16 toward respective null positions (i.e., to rebalance the
first and second proofmasses 14 and 16). As described herein,
a null position can describe a rest position associated with a
respective one of the first and second proofmasses 14 and 16
at which the respective first or second proofmasses 14 and 16
is at zero displacement. As an example, the respective null
positions can be positions at which the first and second proof-
masses 14 and 16 are substantially coplanar, such that an
external acceleration in either of opposite polarity vectors can
accelerate the first proofmass 14 and the second proofmass 16
in opposite directions relative to each other.

As an example, the multiplexer 26 can alternately provide
charge pulses generated by the pulse generator 24 to at least
one of'the first set of electrodes 18 then to another at least one
of the first set of electrodes 18 to generate alternating elec-
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trostatic forces of opposite polarity. As a result, the first proof-
mass 14 is alternately accelerated in the first and second
directions to position the first proofmass 14 toward the null
position at each charge pulse application. The multiplexer 26
can then alternately provide the charge pulses to at least one
of the second set of electrodes 20 then to another at least one
of the second set of electrodes 20 to generate alternating
electrostatic forces of opposite polarity. As a result, the sec-
ond proofmass 16 is alternately accelerated in the first and
second directions to position the second proofmass 16 toward
the null position at each charge pulse application.

As aresult of a capacitive coupling between the respective
sets of electrodes 18 and 20 and the respective first and second
proofmasses 14 and 16, a voltage is generated at the respec-
tive sets of electrodes 18 and 20 that is an indication of the
relative displacement of the first and second proofmasses 14
and 16. In the example of FIG. 1, the voltages are demon-
strated as a voltage V, and a voltage V. It is to be understood
that the voltages V, and V, can each correspond to multiple
voltages corresponding to separate electrodes (e.g., pairs of
electrodes) of each of the first and second sets of electrodes 18
and 20. The voltages V, and V, can thus each be proportional
to a displacement (i.e., capacitive gap) of the first and second
proofmasses 14 and 16 relative to the respective sets of elec-
trodes 18 and 20. Accordingly, the voltages V, and V, can
provide an indication of a magnitude of the relative displace-
ments of the first and second proofmasses 14 and 16.

The force rebalance controller 22 also includes a processor
28. The processor 28 is configured to communicate with the
pulse generator 24 to set a duty-cycle of the charge pulses for
the proper rebalancing of the first and second proofmasses 14
and 16. Specifically, the longer the period of time that the
electrostatic force is provided based on application of the
charge pulses, the more the respective one of the first and
second proofmasses 14 and 16 can be accelerated. As a result,
the processor 28 can set the duty-cycle between alternate
application of the charge pulses to each of the sets of elec-
trodes 18 and 20 to properly rebalance the first and second
proofmasses 14 and 16 toward their respective null positions,
even in the presence of an external acceleration. In addition,
the processor 28 can be configured to generate a set of output
signals PM, and PM, based on the voltages V| and V, that
correspond to the displacement of the first and second proot-
masses 14 and 16, such as resulting from an external accel-
eration. In the example of FIG. 1, the output signals PM, and
PM, are provided to an acceleration component 30. As an
example, the acceleration component 30 can be configured as
a Kalman filter. The acceleration component 30 can thus be
configured to calculate the magnitude of the external accel-
eration based on the output signals PM, and PM,. The calcu-
lated external acceleration is demonstrated in the example of
FIG. 1 as a signal ACC.

Bias uncertainty can arise from a number of factors and can
result in errors in the calculation of an external acceleration in
typical accelerometer systems. As an example, mechanical
bias uncertainty can be present based on fabrication condi-
tions of a proofmass, or can likewise arise from electronic
systems that calculate the acceleration. Additionally, the bias
uncertainty can change with temperature or over time.

In the accelerometer system 10, because the voltages V,
and V, are each associated with the electrostatic forces of
opposite polarity to accelerate the first and second proof-
masses 14 and 16 in opposite polarity directions relative to
each other in response to an external acceleration for rebal-
ancing toward the respective null positions, the voltages V,
and V, have opposite polarities with respect to each other.
However, bias uncertainty resulting from the first and second
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proofmasses 14 and 16 and the electronics of the force rebal-
ance controller 22, such as can affect the voltages V, and V,,
has a polarity that is independent of the polarity of motion of
the first and second proofmasses 14 and 16. As a result, the
acceleration component 30 can be configured to calculate a
difference between the magnitude of the output signal PM,
and the output signal PM,. Accordingly, any error resulting
from bias uncertainty is factored out from the resulting dif-
ference, leaving a difference that is indicative of approxi-
mately twice the magnitude of the external acceleration. The
acceleration component 30 can thus rescale the difference
(e.g., divide by two) to calculate the actual external accelera-
tion ACC.

As aresult of the subtraction of the output signals PM; and
PM, having magnitudes associated with the opposite polarity
electrostatic forces that rebalance the first and second proof-
masses 14 and 16, the acceleration component 30 can thus
calculate the external acceleration ACC that is substantially
free from bias error. Therefore, the accelerometer system 10
is self-calibrating with respect to bias uncertainty. Such a
difference between the output signals PM, and PM, can be
associated with twice the external acceleration acting upon
the sensor element 12 based on the fabricated matching of the
first and second proofmasses 14 and 16, as well as the com-
mon processor 28 for generation of the output signals PM,
and PM, based on the respective voltages V, and V,, thus
resulting in a simple calculation of the external acceleration
ACC by the acceleration component 30. In addition, the
acceleration component 30 can likewise sum the output sig-
nals PM, and PM, to cancel the external acceleration, thus
leaving a sum that is associated with a magnitude of the total
bias error. Furthermore, by implementing both of the first and
second proofmasses 14 and 16 instead of a single proofmass,
uncorrelated noise in the accelerometer system 10 can be
substantially reduced by the square root of two.

FIG. 2 illustrates an example of a sensor element 50 in
accordance with an aspect of the invention. The sensor ele-
ment 50 can correspond to the sensor element 12 in the
example of FIG. 1. Therefore, reference is to be made to the
example of FIG. 1 in the following description of the example
of FIG. 2.

The sensor element 50 includes a first proofmass 52 and a
second proofmass 54 coupled to a sensor body 56. In the
example of FIG. 2, the first proofmass 52 is demonstrated
with an identifier “1” and the second proofmass 54 is dem-
onstrated with an identifier “2”, thus corresponding to the first
and second proofmasses 14 and 16 in the example of FIG. 1.
Thus, similar to as described above, the first and second
proofmasses 52 and 54 can be fabricated as matched compo-
nents in a MEMS process, such that the first and second
proofmasses 52 and 54 can be fabricated as substantially
identical with respect to process and temperature variations.

The first and second proofmasses 52 and 54 are demon-
strated as coupled to the sensor body 56 via flexures 58. The
flexures 58 are all arranged to provide flexibility in a substan-
tially collinear manner about an axis 60. In the example of
FIG. 2, the axis 60 is demonstrated in the +/- Y-axis according
to a Cartesian coordinate system 62. As a result, the first and
second proofmasses 52 and 54 are configured to rotate about
the axis 60 in response to an acceleration in the +Z direction
or the —Z direction. In the example of FIG. 2, the rotation of
the first proofmass 52 can be substantially equal and can have
an opposite polarity with respect to the rotation of the second
proofmass 54. For example, the first proofmass 52 can have a
center of mass 64 that is offset from the axis 60 by a distance
“D”. Similarly, the second proofmass 54 can have a center of
mass 66 that is likewise offset from the axis 60 by the distance
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“D”, but on the opposite side of the second proofmass 54
relative to the center of mass 64 of the first proofmass 52. As
a result of the approximately equal and opposite centers of
mass 64 and 66, the first and second proofmasses 52 and 54
can rotate about the axis 60 in a substantially equal and
opposite polarity in response to an external acceleration.

In the example of FIG. 2, the offset centers of mass 64 and
66 are demonstrated as resulting from the fabrication of the
first and second proofmasses 52 and 54. Specifically, the first
proofmass 52 is demonstrated as including a cavity 68 that
has been etched into the first proofmass 52, such as during
fabrication of the first proofmass 52. Similarly, the second
proofmass 54 is demonstrated as including a cavity 70 that
has been etched into the second proofmass 54, such as during
fabrication of the second proofmass 54. As a result of the
etching of the cavities 68 and 70, the centers of mass 64 and
66 of the first and second proofmasses 52 and 54 are offset
from an approximate centroid location, located on the axis 60,
along the X-axis in the direction opposite the respective cavi-
ties 68 and 70. Accordingly, based on the equal and opposite
centers of' mass 64 and 66 and substantial fabricated matching
of'the first and second proofimasses 52 and 54, the respective
rotation of the first and second proofimasses 52 and 54 about
the axis 60 via the flexures 58 is approximately equal and with
opposite polarity in response to an external acceleration.

It is to be understood that the sensor element 50 is not
intended to be limited to the example of FIG. 2. For example,
the first and second proofmasses 52 and 54 are not intended to
be limited to the shape, orientation, or location on the sensor
body 56 that is demonstrated in the example of FIG. 2, but
could instead be arranged in any of a variety of different ways
to provide substantially equal acceleration in opposite polari-
ties in response to an external force. Additionally, the manner
in which the centers of mass 64 and 66 become offset from the
axis 60 is not limited to etching the respective cavities 68 and
70, but could instead result from different fabrication tech-
niques, such as fabricating the first and second proofmasses
52 and 54 to each be shorter or thicker on one end in substan-
tially equal and opposite ways. Furthermore, the sensor ele-
ment 50 is not limited to implementing rotation of the respec-
tive first and second proofmasses 52 and 54 about a common
axis (i.e., the axis 60), but could instead have fulcrums that are
non-collinear. Therefore, the sensor element 50 can be con-
figured in any of a variety of ways.

FIG. 3 illustrates another example of a sensor element 100
in accordance with an aspect of the invention. The sensor
element 100 is demonstrated in a cross-sectional view look-
ing in the +Y direction orthogonal to the XZ-plane of the
Cartesian coordinate system 62 of the example of FIG. 2, and
thus similarly demonstrated in a Cartesian coordinate system
102 in the example of FIG. 3. The sensor element 100 also
includes a sensor housing 104 which encloses a sensor body
106, as well as a first proofmass 108 and a second proofmass
110 which can correspond to the first and second proofmasses
52 and 54 in the example of FIG. 2. As an example, the sensor
housing 104 can be filled with a gas to provide damping and
velocity storage within the sensor element 100.

In addition, the sensor element 100 includes a first pair of
electrically-coupled electrodes 112 and a second pair of elec-
trically-coupled electrodes 114 that are coupled to an interior
surface of the sensor housing 104. The electrodes 112 and 114
demonstrated in the example of FIG. 3 can be located above
and below the second proofmass 110. Thus, the sensor ele-
ment 100 can also include two pairs of electrically-coupled
electrodes (not shown) that are similarly located above and
below the first proofmass 108, for a total of eight electrodes
within the interior of the sensor housing 104. As described in
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greater detail below, the first and second pairs of electrodes
112 and 114 can be provided charge pulses such as generated
from the pulse generator 24 in the example of FIG. 1, to
generate an electrostatic force for rebalancing the first and
second proofmasses 108 and 110.

In the example of FIG. 3, an external force F - is dem-
onstrated as applied to the sensor element 100 in the -Z
direction. The external forces F - thus provides an external
acceleration of the sensor element 100 in the —Z direction. In
response to the external acceleration in the -7 direction, the
first and second proofmasses 108 and 110 each rotate in
opposite polarity directions. In the example of FIG. 3 the
rotation of the first proofmass 108 is demonstrated as a rota-
tion ROT) in the clockwise direction based on the first proof-
mass 108 having a center of mass that is offset from an axis
through which a fulcrum of the first proofmass 108 extends,
and the rotation of the second proofmass 110 is demonstrated
as a rotation ROT, in the counter-clockwise direction based
the second proofmass 110 having a center of mass that is
substantially equal and opposite the first proofmass 108. It is
to be understood that, in the example of FIG. 3, the first and
second proofmasses 108 and 110 are not demonstrated in the
respective null positions, as the respective null positions can
be positions that are substantially coplanar with the sensor
body 106. Instead, the first and second proofmasses 108 and
110 are demonstrated as having accelerated in response to the
external force F, .. to illustrate the respective rotations
resulting from the external acceleration of the sensor element
100.

It is to be understood that the sensor element 100 is not
intended to be limited to the example of FIG. 3. For example,
the force rebalancing of the first and second proofmasses 108
and 110 is not intended to the application of charge pulses to
electrodes to generate an electrostatic force. For example, the
sensor element 100 can receive other types of control signals
atrespective control elements to generate forces for rebalanc-
ing the respective first and second proofmasses 108 and 110.
As an example, the sensor element 100 can implement elec-
tro-magnetic or other types of forces for rebalancing the first
and second proofmasses 108 and 110. Therefore, the sensor
element 100 can be configured in any of a variety of ways.

FIG. 4 illustrates an example diagram 150 of the proofmass
108 in accordance with an aspect of the invention. The proof-
mass 108 is demonstrated as rotating about a fulcrum 152, as
demonstrated by the rotation ROT |, in response to the exter-
nal force F . that causes the external acceleration of the
sensor element 100 in the —Z direction (with reference to the
example of FIG. 3). As described above, the proofmass 108 is
demonstrated as having the clockwise rotation ROT; based
on the proofmass 108 having a center of mass that is offset
from the fulcrum 152. As a result, the proofmass 108 is
demonstrated as being offset from the first electrically-
coupled electrodes 112 by a shorter distance than the second
electrically-coupled electrodes 114.

In the example of FIG. 4, a null position is demonstrated at
154 as a position at which the proofmass 108 is approximately
equidistance from both pairs of electrodes 112 and 114. To
rebalance the proofmass 108 toward the null position 154, a
force rebalance controller, such as the force rebalance con-
troller 22 in the example of FIG. 1, can generate charge pulses
CH_A and CH_B that are applied to the respective pairs of
electrodes 112 and 114. It is to be understood that the charge
pulses CH_A and CH_B can be generated from a common
pulse generator (e.g., the pulse generator 24), such that the
charge pulses CH_A and CH_B have substantially equal
magnitudes and are time-divided in a predetermined
sequence between the first pair of electrodes 112 and the
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second pair of electrodes 114 based on a duty-cycle (e.g., as
set by the processor 28) that is sufficient to provide an elec-
trostatic force to rebalance the proofmass 108 toward the null
position 154 (i.e., in the counter-clockwise direction).

Upon applying the charge pulses CH_A to the first pair of
electrodes 112, a voltage V, , is induced on the first pair of
electrodes 112. The voltage V, | is based on the capacitive
gap that is formed between the first pair of electrodes 112 and
the proofmass 108 as the electrostatic force resulting from the
application of the charge pulse CH_A is provided. Specifi-
cally, the capacitance formed by the proofmass 108 relative to
the first pair of electrodes 112 is inversely proportional to the
gap between the proofmass 108 and the first pair of electrodes
112, with a charge of the charge pulse CH_A being equal to
the capacitance times the voltage V, ;. Therefore, the voltage
V., , is proportional to the gap between the first pair of elec-
trodes 112 and the proofmass 108, and can thus be associated
with the displacement of the proofmass 108 resulting from
the external acceleration of the sensor element 100. Similarly,
upon applying the charge pulses CH_B to the second pair of
electrodes 114, avoltageV, , isinduced on the second pair of
electrodes 114. The voltageV, , canlikewise be proportional
to the gap between the first pair of electrodes 112 and the
proofmass 108, and can thus be associated with the displace-
ment of the proofmass 110 resulting from the external accel-
eration of the sensor element 100.

FIG. 5 illustrates an example diagram 200 of the proofmass
110 in accordance with an aspect of the invention. The proof-
mass 110 is demonstrated as rotating about a fulcrum 202, as
demonstrated by the rotation ROT,, in response to the exter-
nal force F . that causes the external acceleration of the
sensor element 100 in the —Z direction (with reference to the
example of FI1G. 3). As described above, the proofmass 110 is
demonstrated as having the counter-clockwise rotation ROT,
based on the proofmass 110 having a center of mass that is
offset from the fulcrum 202 equal and opposite the first proot-
mass 108. As a result, the proofmass 110 is demonstrated as
being offset from a first pair of electrically-coupled electrodes
204 by a shorter distance than a second pair of electrically-
coupled electrodes 206 in a manner that is opposite the spac-
ing of the first proofmass 108 and the respective pairs of
electrodes 112 and 114 in the example of FIG. 4. The first and
second pairs of electrodes 204 and 206 thus correspond in
location to the second and first pairs of electrodes 114 and
112, respectively, relative to the respective proofmasses 110
and 108.

To rebalance the proofmass 110 to a null position 208, the
force rebalance controller can apply the charge pulses CH_A
and CH_B to the respective pairs of electrodes 204 and 206.
Itis to be understood that the charge pulses CH_A and CH_B
can be the same charge pulses CH_A and CH_B as those
applied to the electrodes 112 and 114 in the example of FIG.
4, such as from the pulse generator 24, that are alternately
multiplexed to the pairs of electrodes 204 and 206 in the
example of FIG. 5 (e.g., via the multiplexer 26) in a predeter-
mined sequence. Similar to as described above in the example
of FIG. 4, the charge pulses CH_A and CH_B can have
substantially equal magnitudes and can be time-divided in a
predetermined sequence between the first pair of electrodes
112 and the second pair of electrodes 114 based on a duty-
cycle (e.g., as set by the processor 28) that is sufficient to
provide an electrostatic force to rebalance the proofmass 110
toward the null position 208 (i.e., in the clockwise direction).

Similar to as described above in the example of FIG. 4,
upon applying the charge pulses CH_A to the second pair of
electrodes 206, a voltageV, , isinduced on the second pair of
electrodes 206. Similarly, upon applying the charge pulses
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CH_B to the first pair of electrodes 204, a voltage V, , is
induced on the first pair of electrodes 204. The voltages V,,
and V, , are based on the capacitive gaps that are formed
between the proofmass 110 and the respective second and
first pairs of electrodes 206 and 204. Therefore, as demon-
strated in the examples of FIGS. 4 and 5, the voltages V, |
and V, , should be approximately equal, and the voltages
V, ,andV, | should be approximately equal. However, bias
associated with one or both of the proofmasses 108 and 110
can impact the magnitudes of the voltages V, , andV, , or
the voltages V, ,andV, , relative to each other.

The force rebalance controller 22 in the example of FIG. 1
can generate the output signal PM, based onthe voltagesV,
and V, , and the output signal PM, based on the voltages
V, jandV, ,.Asaresult, bias resulting from one or both of
the proofmasses 108 and 110 can aftect the proofmasses 108
and 110 in substantially the same way, such that the bias is
independent of the polarity of rotation of the respective proot-
masses 108 and 110. Therefore, the output signals PM, and
PM, can be provided to the acceleration component 30, such
that the acceleration component 30 can subtract the magni-
tude of the output signal PM, from the magnitude of the
output signal PM, (or vice versa) to calculate the external
acceleration of the sensor element 100. Because the bias
affecting the magnitudes of the output signals PM, and PM,
have the same polarity, applying the difference between the
output signals PM,; and PM, can substantially cancel the bias,
resulting in a scaled magnitude of the external acceleration
that is substantially free from bias error. Accordingly, the
accelerometer system described herein can be substantially
more accurate than typical accelerometer systems.

In view of the foregoing structural and functional features
described above, a methodology in accordance with various
aspects of the present invention will be better appreciated
with reference to FIG. 6. While, for purposes of simplicity of
explanation, the methodology of FIG. 6 is shown and
described as executing serially, it is to be understood and
appreciated that the present invention is not limited by the
illustrated order, as some aspects could, in accordance with
the present invention, occur in different orders and/or concur-
rently with other aspects from that shown and described
herein. Moreover, not all illustrated features may be required
to implement a methodology in accordance with an aspect of
the present invention.

FIG. 6 illustrates a method 250 for measuring an external
acceleration in an accelerometer system. At 252, control sig-
nals are applied to at least one control element associated with
a first proofmass to provide a first force to accelerate the first
proofmass toward a first null position associated with the first
proofmass, the first proofmass being configured to accelerate
in a first direction in response to the external acceleration. At
254, a first output signal of a first polarity associated with a
displacement of the first proofmass relative to the first null
position is generated. At 256, the control signals are applied to
at least one control element associated with a second proof-
mass to provide a second force to accelerate the second proof-
mass toward a second null position associated with the second
proofmass, the second proofmass being configured to accel-
erate in a second direction opposite the first direction in
response to the external acceleration. At 258, a second output
signal of a second polarity associated with a displacement of
the second proofmass relative to the second null position is
generated. The first and second proofimasses can be fabricated
as matched components, such that they are affected substan-
tially the same by process and temperature variations. The
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first and second directions can be opposite rotational direc-
tions based on equal and opposite offsets in center of mass
from respective fulcrums.

At 260, a difference between the magnitude of the first
output signal and a magnitude of the second output signal is
generated to calculate the external acceleration that is sub-
stantially free from bias error. Bias in one or both of the first
and second proofmasses have the same polarity regardless of
the rotational movement of the respective proofmass, and
thus affect the output signals in an approximately equal man-
ner. Therefore, subtracting the output signals can substan-
tially cancel the bias error in the external acceleration.

What have been described above are examples of the
present invention. It is, of course, not possible to describe
every conceivable combination of components or methodolo-
gies for purposes of describing the present invention, but one
of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that many further
combinations and permutations of the present invention are
possible. Accordingly, the present invention is intended to
embrace all such alterations, modifications and variations that
fall within the spirit and scope of the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An accelerometer system comprising:

asensor element comprising a first proofmass and a second
proofmass, the first proofmass being configured to rotate
in a first direction and the second proofmass being con-
figured to rotate in a second direction opposite the first
direction about a common axis in response to an external
acceleration;

a force rebalance controller configured to apply control
signals to at least one control element associated with
the first proofimass to provide a first force to accelerate
the first proofimass toward a first null position associated
with the first proofmass and to apply control signals to at
least one control element associated with the second
proofmass to provide a second force to accelerate the
second proofmass toward a second null position associ-
ated with the second proofmass, the force rebalance
controller being further configured to generate a first
output signal associated with a displacement of the first
proofmass relative to the first null position and a second
output signal associated with a displacement of the sec-
ond proofmass relative to the second null position based
on applying the control signals to the at least one control
element associated with the first and second proof-
masses, the second output signal having a polarity oppo-
site the first output signal; and

an acceleration component configured to calculate the
external acceleration based on both the first and second
output signals.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the acceleration compo-
nent is configured to subtract the first output signal from the
second output signal to substantially cancel bias error in the
calculated external acceleration.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein the acceleration compo-
nent is configured to scale a difference between the first
output signal and the second output signal to calculate the
external acceleration having an uncorrelated noise that is
reduced by approximately the square root of two.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the first proofmass and
the second proofmass are fabricated as substantially matched
components, such that the first and second proofmasses are
substantially identical with respect to temperature and pro-
cess variation.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the first proofmass is
configured to rotate about a first fulcrum in the first and

30

35

40

45

55

60

65

12

second directions and the second proofmass is configured to
rotate about a second fulcrum in the first and second direc-
tions.

6. The system of claim 5, wherein the first proofmass
comprises a center of mass that is offset from a centroid
location of the first proofmass by a distance that is approxi-
mately equal and opposite an offset of a center of mass asso-
ciated with the second proofmass relative a centroid location
of the second proofmass.

7. The system of claim 6, wherein a portion of each of the
first and second proofmasses is etched away during fabrica-
tion to shift the center of mass associated with each of the first
and second proofmasses to equal and opposite distances oft-
set from the common axis.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the at least one control
element associated with each of the respective first and sec-
ond proofmasses comprises at least one electrode associated
with each of the respective first and second proofmasses, and
wherein the force rebalance controller comprises:

apulse generator configured to generate the control signals
as charge pulses;

a multiplexer configured to alternate application of the
charge pulses between the at least one electrode associ-
ated with the first proofmass and the at least one elec-
trode associated with the second proofmass in a prede-
termined sequence to generate the respective first and
second forces as respective first and second electrostatic
forces; and

aprocessor configured to generate the first output signal in
response to a first measured voltage associated with the
at least one electrode associated with the first proofimass
and to generate the second output signal in response to a
second measured voltage associated with the at least one
electrode associated with the second proofmass, the first
and second measured voltages resulting from the alter-
nate application of the charge pulses to the at least one
electrode associated with the respective first and second
proofmasses.

9. The system of claim 8, wherein the pulse generator is
configured to generate the charge pulses at a first duty-cycle
with respect to the at least one electrode associated with the
first proofmass based on the first output signal and at a second
duty-cycle with respect to the at least one electrode associated
with the second proofimass based on the second output signal.

10. The system of claim 8, wherein each of the at least one
electrode associated with the first and second proofmasses
comprises a first pair of electrodes that are electrically-
coupled with respect to each other and a second pair of elec-
trodes that are electrically-coupled with respect to each other,
the multiplexer being configured to apply the charge pulses to
the first pair of electrodes to accelerate the respective first and
second proofmasses in a first direction and to apply the charge
pulses to the second pair of electrodes to accelerate the
respective first and second proofmasses in a second direction
opposite the first direction.

11. A method for measuring an external acceleration in an
accelerometer system, the method comprising:

applying control signals to at least one control element
associated with a first proofmass to provide a first force
to accelerate the first proofmass toward a first null posi-
tion associated with the first proofmass, the first proof-
mass being configured to accelerate in a first direction in
response to the external acceleration;

generating a first output signal of a first polarity associated
with a displacement of the first proofmass relative to the
first null position;
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applying the control signals to at least one control element
associated with a second proofmass to provide a second
force to accelerate the second proofmass toward a sec-
ond null position associated with the second proofmass,
the second proofmass being configured to accelerate in a
second direction opposite the first direction in response
to the external acceleration, the first proofmass compris-
ing a center of mass that is offset from a centroid location
of'the first proofmass by a distance that is approximately
equal and opposite an offset of a center of mass associ-
ated with the second proofmass relative a centroid loca-
tion of the second proofmass;

generating a second output signal of a second polarity

associated with a displacement of the second proofmass
relative to the second null position; and

generating a difference between the first output signal and

the second output signal to calculate the external accel-
eration that is substantially free from bias error.
12. The method of claim 11, further comprising scaling the
difference between the first output signal and the second
output signal to calculate the external acceleration having an
uncorrelated noise that is reduced by approximately the
square root of two.
13. The method of claim 11, wherein the first proofmass
and the second proofmass are fabricated as substantially
matched components, such that the first and second proof-
masses are substantially identical with respect to temperature
and process variation.
14. The method of claim 11, wherein applying the control
signals comprises:
applying charge pulses to at least one electrode associated
with the first proofmass to provide a first electrostatic
force to rotate the first proofmass about a first fulcrum in
the first direction toward the first null position; and

applying the charge pulses to at least one electrode associ-
ated with the second proofmass to provide a second
electrostatic force of the second polarity to rotate the
second proofmass about a second fulcrum in the second
direction toward the second null position, and wherein
the first proofmass comprises a center of mass that is
offset from a centroid location of the first proofmass by
a distance that is approximately equal and opposite an
offset of a center of mass associated with the second
proofmass relative a centroid location of the second
proofmass.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein applying the charge
pulses comprises alternately applying the charge pulses to the
at least one electrode associated with the first proofmass and
to the at least one electrode associated with the second proof-
mass in a predetermined sequence.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein applying the charge
pulses to the at least one electrode associated with the first
proofmass comprises alternately applying the charge pulses
to a first pair of electrically-coupled electrodes and to a sec-
ond pair of electrically-coupled electrodes at a first duty-
cycle that is based on the first output signal to accelerate the
first proofmass toward the first null position, the first and
second pairs of electrically-coupled electrodes generating
opposite electrostatic forces, and wherein applying the charge
pulses to the at least one electrode associated with the second
proofmass comprises alternately applying the charge pulses
to a third pair of electrically-coupled electrodes and to a
fourth pair of electrically-coupled electrodes at a second
duty-cycle that is based on the second output signal to accel-
erate the second proofmass toward the second null position,
the third and fourth pairs of electrically-coupled electrodes
generating opposite electrostatic forces.
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17. An accelerometer system comprising:

a sensor element comprising a first proofmass and a second
proofmass, the first proofmass being configured to
accelerate in a first direction and the second proofmass
being configured to accelerate in a second direction
opposite the first direction in response to an external
acceleration, the first proofmass and the second proof-
mass being fabricated as substantially matched compo-
nents, such that the first and second proofmasses are
substantially identical with respect to temperature and
process variation;

a force rebalance controller configured to alternately apply
charge pulses to at least one electrode associated with
the first proofmass and at least one electrode associated
with the second proofmass in a predetermined sequence,
the charge pulses being applied to the at least one elec-
trode associated with the first proofmass to provide a
first electrostatic force to accelerate the first proofimass
toward a first null position associated with the first
proofmass and to apply the charge pulses to the at least
one electrode associated with the second proofmass to
provide a second electrostatic force to accelerate the
second proofmass toward a second null position associ-
ated with the second proofmass, the force rebalance
controller being further configured to generate a first
output signal associated with a displacement of the first
proofmass relative to the first null position and a second
output signal associated with a displacement of the sec-
ond proofmass relative to the second null position based
on applying the charge pulses to the at least one elec-
trode associated with the respective first and second
proofmasses, the second output signal having a polarity
opposite the first output signal; and

an acceleration component configured to subtract the first
output signal from the second output signal to calculate
the external acceleration that is substantially free from
bias error.

18. The system of claim 17, wherein the first proofmass is
configured to rotate about a first fulcrum in the first and
second directions and the second proofmass is configured to
rotate about a second fulcrum in the first and second direc-
tions, wherein the first proofmass comprises a center of mass
that is offset from a centroid location of the first proofimass by
a distance that is approximately equal and opposite an offset
of a center of mass associated with the second proofmass
relative a centroid location of the second proofmass.

19. The system of claim 17, wherein the force rebalance
controller comprises:

apulse generator configured to generate the charge pulses;
and

aprocessor configured to generate the first output signal in
response to a first measured voltage associated with the
at least one electrode associated with the first proofimass
and to generate the second output signal in response to a
second measured voltage associated with the at least one
electrode associated with the second proofmass, the first
and second measured voltages resulting from the alter-
nate application of the charge pulses to the at least one
electrode associated with the respective first and second
proofmasses.

20. The system of claim 19, wherein each of the at least one
electrode associated with the first and second proofmasses
comprise a first pair of electrodes that are electrically-coupled
with respect to each other and a second pair of electrodes that
are electrically-coupled with respect to each other, wherein
the force rebalance controller further comprises a multiplexer
being configured to apply the charge pulses to the first pair of
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electrodes to accelerate the respective first and second proot-
masses in the first direction and to apply the charge pulses to
the second pair of electrodes to accelerate the respective first
and second proofmasses in the second direction.
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